Chasidut on Churban
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1. Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 3a
It was taught in a baraita that Rabbi Yosei said: | was once walking along the road when |
entered the ruins of an old, abandoned building among the ruins of Jerusalem in order to
pray. | noticed that Elijah, of blessed memory, came and guarded the entrance for me and
waited at the entrance until | finished my prayer. When | finished praying and exited the
ruin, Elijah said to me, deferentially as one would address a Rabbi: Greetings to you, my
Rabbi. | answered him: Greetings to you, my Rabbi, my teacher. And Elijah said to me: My
son, why did you enter this ruin? | said to him: In order to pray. And Elijah said to me: You
should have prayed on the road. And | said to him:| was unable to pray along the road,
because | was afraid that | might be interrupted by travelers and would be unable to focus.
Elijah said to me: You should have recited the abbreviated prayer instituted for just such
circumstances. Rabbi Yosei concluded: At that time, from that brief exchange, | learned from
him, three things: | learned that one may not enter a ruin; and | learned that one need not
enter a building to pray, but he may pray along the road; and | learned that one who prays
along the road recites an abbreviated prayer so that he may maintain his focus. And after
this introduction, Elijah said to me: What voice did you hear in that ruin? | responded: |
heard a Heavenly voice,like an echo of that roar of the Holy One, Blessed be He (Maharsha),
cooing like a dove and saying: Woe to the children, due to whose sins | destroyed My
house, burned My Temple, and exiled them among the nations.AndElijah said to me: By
your life and by your head, not only did that voice cry out in that moment, but it cries out
three times each and every day. Moreover, any time that God’s greatness is evoked, such as
when Israel enters synagogues and study halls and answers in the kaddish prayer, May His
great name be blessed, the Holy One, Blessed be He, shakes His head and says: Happy
is the king who is thus praised in his house. When the Temple stood, this praise was recited
there, but now: How great is the pain of the father who exiled his children, and woe to the
children who were exiled from their father’s table, as their pain only adds to that of their
father (Rabbi Shem Tov ibn Shaprut). The Sages taught, for three reasons one may not



enter a ruin: Because of suspicion of prostitution, because the ruin is liable to collapse, and
because of demons.
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2. Esh Kodesh, Mishpatim (Parshat Shekalim), February 14, 1942
R. Kalonymus Kalman Shapira of Piaseczno (1889-1943)

“And these are the judgements that you must set before them.” (Exodus 21:1)

We learn in the Talmud (Berakhot 3a); R. Jose said: “| was once traveling on the road, when |
entered into one of the ruins of Jerusalem in order to pray. Elijah the prophet, of blessed
memory, appeared and waited for me at the door until | had finished my prayer. Whereupon, he
said to me, ‘Peace be with you, master!"” And | replied, ‘Peace be with you master and teacher?’
He said to me, ‘My son, why did you enter this ruin?’ | replied, ‘To pray’...He said to me, ‘My son,
what sound did you hear in this ruin?’ | replied, ‘I heard a Divine Voice, cooing like a dove,
saying, “Woe to Me, that | razed My house, burned My temple, and exiled My children among
the Gentiles!”” He said to me, ‘By your life and by your head! It is not only now that God
exclaims thus, He does so thrice each day! And even more than that, whenever Jews go into
synagogues and studyhouses and respond, “May His great name be blessed!” the Holy Blessed
One nods His head and says; “Happy is the king who is thus praised in his house! Woe to the
father who banishes his children, and woe to the children who are banished from their father’s
table!”

We have previously discussed why R. Jose heard the Divine Voice only when he was praying
amidst the ruins, even though the Holy Blessed One speaks thus three times every day. For
behold! A Jew, tortured in his suffering may think he is the only one in pain, as though his



individual, personal pain, and the pain of all other Jews, has no affect Above, God forbid. But, as
the verse (Isaiah 63:9) says, “in all their pain is His pain,” and as we learn in the Talmud
(Hagigah 15b) in the name of R. Meir, “When a person suffers, to what expression does the
Shechinah (Divine) give utterance? ‘O woe! My arms.” In sacred literature we learn that God,
as it were, suffers the pain of a Jew much more than that person himself feels it.

Possibly because God is infinite—and hence unknowable in the world—His pain at the suffering of
the Jewish people is also infinite. Perhaps it is not just impossible for any human to feel such
immense pain, it is impossible even to apprehend the level of God’s pain, to know that He bears
it. Just to hear God’s voice saying, “Woe to Me, that | razed My house, burned My temple, and
exiled My children among the Gentiles!” is impossible, because it is beyond the boundaries of
human comprehension. It was only when R. Jose entered into the devastation of one of the
ruins of Jerusalem, letting go somewhat of his self-centeredness, that the boundaries restricting
his perception were also destroyed and he was able to hear the voice of God. Even then, he
heard only a little of the voice, as he said, “I| heard a Divine Voice, cooing like a dove,” while we
know from the verse (Jeremiah 25:30) “God roars, howling over his city,” that God roars, as it
were, like a lion, over the destruction of the Temple.

And so, the world continues to exist steadfast, it is not obliterated by God’s pain and His voice at
the suffering of his people and the destruction of His house, because God'’s pain never enters
into the world...
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3. Tzidkat HaTzadik, §29

R. Tzadok HaKohen of Lublin (1823-1900)

First comes the destruction of the house—the inner dwelling place, which becomes a ruin when
there is no one living within it. Afterward comes the burning of the sanctuary—the outer
structure, whose destruction takes the form of fire—and only then comes the exile of Israel.

So too with one who sins: first, the heart is laid waste, emptied of the fear of Heaven. Afterward,
the destruction reaches the mind, for the mind is not a permanent dwelling place. The "house"
refers to the wife—that is, the heart—and then the mind is completely consumed, no longer
capable, even from time to time, of recognizing a thought of Heaven from which a stirring of
repentance might awaken the heart. Finally, all the limbs of action go into exile, into the realm of
impurity.
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4. Sefat Emet, Devarim, 5647 (1887)
R. Yehudah Aryeh Leib Alter of Ger (1847-1905)

The Midrash comments on the verse, “How does she sit alone?” (Eikhah 1:1), citing the verse,
“God settles the solitary into a home” (Ps. 68:7). Before the people of Israel were redeemed,
they were solitary and the Shekhinah was solitary. When they were redeemed, they became
one unified entity. But when they went into exile, each once again became solitary. The deeper
meaning is that the Book of Eikhah is itself part of the Torah. It too bears witness concerning
Israel: they are now but half a body (pelag gufa). In truth, we have no complete existence in
exile, deprived as we are of the Land of Israel and the Temple. This is the meaning of “How
does she sit...”: every Jew should feel this way—not finding a true place of rest in exile. This is
also the meaning of the verse, “He brings forth prisoners ba-kosharot’ (Ps. 68:7), which the
Sages interpret as “through weeping and through song” (bekhi ve-shirot). So too with the bond
between Israel and the Shekhinah: although we are in exile and the connection has been
interrupted, our very weeping bears witness to that bond, just as, in the days of the Temple,
song testified to it. This is the meaning of the verse, “Our dancing has turned into mourning”
(Lam. 5:15). As we have explained elsewhere, there is now a form of divine service expressed
through longing and profound mourning, just as there once was a form of divine service
expressed through joy and dancing. Thus, the Book of Eikhah is like the Song of Songs: the one
expresses the relationship through weeping, the other through song.
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5. Maor VaSheshemesh, Pinchas

R. Kalonymus Kalman Halevi Epstein of Krakéw (1753-1823)

I heard from our righteous teachers that the period of Bein HaMetzarim, from the Seventeenth
of Tammuz until Tisha B'Av, likewise consists of twenty-one days. These correspond to the
twenty-one days from Rosh Hashanah until Hoshana Rabbah. The difference is that the days of
Bein HaMetzarim exist in concealment, whereas the days from Rosh Hashanah until Hoshana
Rabbah exist in revelation.
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6. Sefat Emet, Parashat Masei, 5633 (1873)

This is why this parashah was established to be read during Bein HaMetzarim, for our Sages
teach that the Holy One, blessed be He, answers both in a time of favor and in a time of
distress. As it is written, “From the narrow place | called to the Lord” (Ps. 118:5). Calling itself is
an act of devekut. Even from within the narrow place, one can find a path of attachment to the
Creator. As the Midrash teaches on Parashat Va'etchanan, bitzur (“in distress”) is one of the ten
expressions of prayer, as it is written, “In my distress | called upon the Lord.” So too, Scripture
says, “I Myself will go down with you to Egypt” (Gen. 46:4). This is a promise for all generations:
in every place of constriction experienced by the people of Israel, the Torah is present with
them, as it is written, “| am with him in distress” (Ps. 91:15).
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7. Sefat Emet, Devarim, 5647 (1887)

Although we are in exile and the connection has been severed, our very weeping bears withess
to that connection, just as, in the days of the Temple, song bore witness to it. This is the



meaning of the verse, “Our dancing has turned into mourning” (Lam. 5:15). As we have
explained elsewhere, there is now a form of divine service expressed through longing and
profound mourning, just as there once was a form of divine service expressed through joy and
dancing. Thus, the Book of Eikhah is like the Song of Songs: the one expresses the relationship
through weeping, the other through song.
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